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to bring “catalytic infrastructure” to life. Two of his most 
prominent techniques are “just start doing something” and 
“community authorship.”
Gravel is a strong proponent of Daniel Burnham’s famous 
adage “make no little plans.” Gravel argues that there is 
no best approach to an undertaking like the Beltline and 
we cannot afford to wait until everyone coalesces around 
a single ideology. Drawing lessons from the explosive 
gentrification associated with New York’s High Line, Atlanta 
took pains to be more cognizant of local scale, identity, and 
affordability. Recognizing that displacement is a financial 
problem, not a problem with infrastructure, the Beltline 
used a portfolio of financial tools to more equitably manage 
change. These tools grew out of thoughtful conversation, 
but did not wait in paralysis for unanimous approval. 
And crucially, the approval process was steered by local 
community members who had history and context to guide 
their decisions.     
Additionally, these decisions were not set in stone; in 
fact, Gravel calls the Beltline an “expandable vision.” He 
emphasizes that although the Beltline is already in use, 
it will never be complete. A plan that initially gained 
traction as a tool for one set of needs evolved with the 
community. That is “the bona fide fairytale of how average 
citizens came to be the custodians of the Atlanta Beltline’s 
ambitious vision,” Gravel writes, with obvious pride for 
Atlantans’ ownership of the project. 
Where We Want to Live is foremost the story of the Atlanta 
Beltline as well as the story of how the Beltline fits into the 
“tsunami of change” that is headed for American cities. 
Gravel says that the change is inevitable, but that the 
direction of the wave is flexible. His storytelling is captivating 
Atlanta’s Beltline is “a thing, a place, and a movement.” And 
Ryan Gravel, author of Where We Want to Live: Reclaiming 
Infrastructure for a New Generation of Cities, conducts 
the orchestra. The Beltline, which originated as Gravel’s 
master’s project at Georgia Tech in 1999, is an ongoing effort 
to transform a twenty-two-mile circle of abandoned railway 
into a greenway and transit corridor surrounding central 
Atlanta. Its unexpected success has encouraged cities all 
over the country to take a hard look at their infrastructural 
scars and reimagine them as vibrant cultural opportunities. 
This tidy, accessible book opens with a history of Atlanta’s 
spatial structure, contrasting it with that of Savannah, 
Georgia and the author’s personal urban muse, Paris, 
France. Gravel’s perspective is shaped by his childhood 
in Chamblee, an early suburb northeast of Atlanta. He 
experienced a culturally rich, socially connected, and 
physically active childhood; all the elements that are 
missing in many of today’s suburban neighborhoods. He is 
honest about sprawl’s successes and failures and uses early 
chapters to discuss the spectrum of auto-dependency that is 
often treated as a single condition. There are “communities 
that accommodate automobiles, and those that are 
consumed by them,” he writes. Today, the latter are far more 
pervasive than the former.  
The story of the Atlanta Beltline is elegantly woven 
throughout the book. The majority of the book is devoted to 
a discussion of how the Beltline and peer projects correct 
many of sprawl’s failings. Corrections come in many forms 
and each characteristic of a “livable” environment, including 
health and well-being, economic prosperity, equity, and 
identity, is given its own chapter. A focus of the second half 
is how the Beltline came to be a reality. More of a style guide 
than a how-to guide, Gravel shares his thoughts on how 
and rich in details. It is rare that an author can give a 
first-person account of a major development project 
from inception to implementation. And even rarer 
that he can give that account from the perspective 
of a student, a private sector employee, a community 
member, a non-profit president, and a self-employed 
designer. 
Gravel’s major contribution is not a flashy new idea, 
but an inspiring story of auto-centric Sunbelt sprawl 
residents demanding more from their city. It is the 
story of an audacious idea taking hold and finding 
champions along its journey that would not let it die. 
Gravel’s discussion is disappointingly confined to big 
city, big scale projects. While I wish he had included 
examples of smaller projects, it is conceivable that 
similar visions can succeed in smaller communities 
and with less financing. Gravel does not argue that 
the grassroots approach is the only successful way to 
rescue decaying urban infrastructure, but he is clear 
that the problem cannot and will not be fixed by 
sweeping national legislation. Building a physical 
community to reflect your lifestyle choices requires 
that, as Gravel says: “you and me decide that, 
perhaps naïvely, we can actually make a difference.”
Where We Want to live is an assertion that projects 
like the High line are not only possible but 
necessary in every community. Gravel’s definition 
of this lifestyle is one that promotes health and well-
being, economic prosperity, equity, and authentic 
local identity. This is a narrative worth knowing 
and Gravel’s is a new voice worth heeding. Take 
his advice and take ownership of your city to build 
a life you love.
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